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Foreword 


We are passing through turbulent times. The 
prognosis is that things will become worse before 


they get better. 


The kind of leadership that the world needs now 
will tap into values that go beyond maximizing 
profit and keeping shareholders happy. 
Creativity, compassion, and the drive to co- 
create a better world for all are not just fine- 
looking values on paper - they are the 


cornerstones of real, enduring success. 


Narrow, constricting, and selfish definitions of 
success are not delivering. Business success must 
deliver value to all stakeholders: to shareholders, 
employees, suppliers, the environment, and 
everyone who is touched by the activities of the 
business. Inspiring and successful businesses 
bring joy, abundance, peace, pride, and delight to 


the hearts of all those who are touched by them. 


The stories we have crafted for this book 
exemplify the importance of going beyond the 
obvious, of listening to your own spirit and using 
your inner resources, combining these with tools 
which lead to superior business performance. | 
hope they will inspire you to seek a broader, 
more inspired, and more holistically successful 


approach to your role in the world of business. 


A story can convey an idea more 
succinctly than pages of dense 
exposition. That’s why Aesop’s fables 
and the Jataka tales were created. 
That’s why movie theaters are full 
again, after the lockdowns and 
restrictions of the last few years. And 
that’s why this book was put together. 
These stories translate the business 
ideals and principles Pragati Leadership 
has focused on over 35 years, in 
partnership with 100+ clients, and 
10,000+ leaders in 29 countries, into 
situations you can relate to. These 
stories are not based on any one set of 
case studies, but are an aggregate of 
themes, stories and experiences our 
team has encountered and lived 
through. We hope they will bring to life 
our vision of what inspiring leadership 


and successful businesses mean. 


The Stories 


Learning to Listen, 
Listening to Learn 


From IQ to EQ 


Finding the Joy 


Beyond Popular Wisdom 


Learning to Listen, 
Listening to Learn 


After yet another week of good intentions and no results, Hari was ready to 
give up. He’d grown up in his father’s business, watched it change from a 
medical transcription company in the 2000s to one that offered Al-led voice- 
to-text services across industries, as well as a core business focused on 
medical documentation. He’d worked on voice-to-text technologies in his own 
academic career, and was planning to join a technology leader overseas or 


float a tech startup of his own when he got the fateful call from his mother. 


Hari’s father was sicker than he would ever admit to his son, his mother had 
told him, and needed time off to focus on his health. The only way to get him 
to take the time off was if someone who knew the company and the 
technology would step in - namely Hari. Torn between feeling strong-armed 
into taking a step backward, and a keen sense of his duty to the father who’d 
underwritten his education and inspired his own area of interest, Hari agreed 
to spend a few months holding the reins. ‘At least a year,’ his mother had 
insisted. They had finally agreed on 6 months - 6 months during which Hari 
feared that his resume would slip to the bottom of the pile in the firms he’d 
sounded out for jobs, and his first proposals for funding would completely 


fade from the memories of the VCs he’d started reaching out to. 
Hari had two more assets, apart from knowing the firm and the technology. 


Most of the old guard in the firm were like uncles, or older cousins - people 


Hari had grown up around, or with. Dependable people who knew the market. 
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He had also brought in new people of his own - friends from his 
M.Sc and PhD days, a couple of promising researchers he’d 


worked alongside in internships. Young, creative people with a 


technology vision. 


The problem was getting the two sets of people to work together. 
He found himself alternating between two very different and 
unproductive kinds of meetings. In the first, he lectured, hectored, 
even pleaded with his different stakeholders to find common 
ground. In others, he lost control of the discussion and was like a 


fly on the wall - a horrified, paralyzed fly on the wall - as he 


Hari watched 


watched two sets of people whose best qualities he knew so well 


giving into mutual distrust and unfamiliarity, acting like sie igh 
eople givin 
adversaries, ensuring nothing progressed, and much of what was e Pee 
a into mutual 
already in place was in suspended animation. Acer and 
unfamiliarity, 
This weekend, after a typically useless review meeting in which acting like 
the stalemate had been further reinforced, Hari did something adversaries, 
different. Instead of going home and trying to evade his parents’ and ensuring 
questions about work, or meeting some old hometown friends nothing 
progressed... 


with, mercifully, no connection to his business, he headed out to a 
park. He used to play cricket and other games there with his 
friends as a schoolboy, and in later years he had sometimes gone 
there for a quiet moment away from the concerns of high school, 
and adolescent life. Today, he just wanted to be somewhere 
green and peaceful, away from the clash of paradigms and 


generations at work. 


But it seemed conflict was going to follow him wherever he went. 


As he settled into a park bench and looked through his phone for 
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a suitable playlist, he was distracted by a child crying to his 
mother. ‘Don’t wanna go home,’ was the basic thesis of the child’s 
lament. The mother started by talking about the shows the child 
usually watched in the afternoon, the special meal planned for the 
evening, but the child was not interested. Then, the mother 
changed her approach. ‘I’m sorry | didn’t realize that you weren't as 
interested in those things. Then what do you want,’ she asked. Ina 
while, it came out that the child liked to walk along a particular 
path in the park at this time of the day, one where he could watch 
an old man who fed the squirrels in the park. His mother usually 
sat on a bench in that section of the park - she had chosen a 
different place today, without thinking much about it. She had 
noticed her son watching the man feeding the squirrels, but had 
not paid much attention to the extent to which it had become a 
highlight of the weekend for him, thinking it was the kulfi that she 
bought him later which was his favorite part of the outing. She 
expressed all this to the boy, who laughed and replied ‘We can 
have kulfi anytime, but Squirrel Uncle only comes at this time.’ ‘Then 
let’s go see him,’ replied the mother, standing up and holding her 


hand out. The two walked away hand in hand. 


His playlist forgotten, Hari remembered a phrase he’d 
encountered in his reading - active listening. It had been an 
abstract concept, something to do with giving full attention to the 
other person, acknowledging the other person’s statements, and 
offering appropriate, relevant responses. Thinking about his 
unproductive meetings, he realized he had either been talking at 
his two disparate teams, or listening passively, shut off 
emotionally and intellectually, as they grappled with their mutual 


distrust and unfamiliarity. 
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Active listening between a mother and a child is one thing; active 
listening with a diverse group of adults, each of whom has their 
own concerns, fears, and areas of expertise seems very different. 
But, starting Monday morning, Hari was determined to prove it 
could be just as effective. Calling for a meeting across the lines, as 
it were, he asked his disparate teams to explain to each other and 
him what it was they wanted from the company, each other and 
themselves, and why they weren't getting it. ‘I don’t know what 


each of you know and want. Please tell me.’ 


After initial resistance and incomprehension, one of the old guard 
said, ‘We want to be sure that all these new ideas are actually 
relevant to customers - for that matter, we want to see how we can 
use them in our existing products instead of starting new products.’ 
From the other side of the aisle came the reply - ‘You mean you'd 
actually let us work on the legacy systems? We thought you wanted 
to keep us far away from them! We felt left out from the core 
business!’ ‘We didn’t think you were interested - it seemed like you 
just wanted to build a new business in the middle of our business.’ A 
dialogue had begun. Sometimes, Hari stepped in to translate 
terms from one group to the other. At other times, he addressed 
issues brought up by either side. By the end of the meeting, he 
finally felt like his experiment was working. That day would turn 
out to be a watershed moment for Hari and his father’s firm - 
now his business too. And the secret tool that had helped him 
turn things around was listening, and encouraging other people 


to listen to each other. 
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From IQ to EQ 


‘Everything that matters in a business can be captured in a spreadsheet, in 
numbers. Inputs, outputs - concrete things, like money, raw materials, and time on 
one end; products, sales and profits on the other. | can’t put the planet on my 
spreadsheets. | cannot put someone’s mental state on my spreadsheets. Nor do | 
need to. These are the business principles that have always worked, and they 


always will.’ 


These were the words with which Annika liked to shut down new-agey, right- 
brain types who wanted her to consider ideas like emotional wellbeing, social 
impact, and mental health in her helming of a mid-sized shipping firm in 
Norway. Her firm, which operated key routes across the North Sea and 
between the Scandinavian countries had a stable share of the market. She had 
grown it from a scrappy startup to an established player with a defined client 
base and market share. But as she reached her mid-fifties, she was worried 
that her business had reached a point of stasis, not responding to new 
developments in geopolitics, in trade agreements, and in shipping trends. 
There didn’t seem to be any new blood in the firm. She had no clear successor 
in mind - her son had his own career in a line of work he loved, and she 
approved of this. Although she was confident that the firm’s profitability 
would last out her lifetime, she was increasingly worried that the business was 
going to live and die with her, leaving no lasting legacy. Having achieved most 
of her tangible goals in life, she had been starting to think a lot about her long- 


term professional legacy. 
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And now, her son, Jonas, had persuaded her to hang out with him 


and his middle-school aged kids for movie night. They were 
watching an old favorite of the kids’- the animated film, Inside 
Out. In it, a young girl’s emotions are personified as five 
characters who control her actions and memories - Joy, Sadness, 
Fear, Disgust, and Anger. After being overwhelmed by changes in 
her life, Joy, Sadness and core memories are knocked out of the 
girl’s emotional Headquarters. Happiness tries to wrest back 
control of Headquarters alone, but finds that it isn’t possible 
without Sadness’ help. Joy, is of course, the girl’s ability to 
experience happiness - but it turns out that Sadness is equally 
important, because it alerts the rest of the emotions when the girl 
is in distress. When Sadness is able to re-emerge, the girl finally 
confides her emotions to her parents, feels less overwhelmed, and 


is able to slowly experience Joy again. 


A sweet, imaginative film with a nice message and the all- 
important hopeful ending. But for Annika, it was like an opening 
of the floodgates. When the girl’s sad memories were recovered, 
the grandchildren and Jonas watched in surprise as practical, 
matter-of-fact Annika started to weep, just silent tears at first, 


and then a storm of loud sobbing. 


Several hours - and tubs of ice cream donated by the children - 
later - Annika explained to Jonas that she was worried about the 
future of the company. She wanted to know that her work would 
outlive her, that there would be people able to make the business 
endure and take it into new territory even after she stepped 
down. ‘I’ve never admitted this before. After all, how do you put 


legacy on a spreadsheet? You can project future growth and 
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profits, but how do you represent new ideas you don’t know anything 
about yet ona chart?’ 


Later that night, as she was chauffeured home in her top-of-the- 
line automobile, Annika started reflecting that there were, after 
all, important things she could not represent on a spreadsheet. 
What she needed were new ideas, inspirations - even intuitions. 
The very things she had spent three decades weeding out from 
how she did things. A lasting company would not just chase 
profits - it would have a vision that could endure beyond 
immediate financial concerns. She was still only in her fifties, 
Annika reflected to herself. Starting now, she had time to correct 
course, to start valuing ideas and intuitions, to start encouraging 
her people to bring out aspects of themselves they had stifled in 
order to work in her cut-and-dried world, governed by one set of 
concerns - just as she herself had dammed in years of both hopes 


and fears, telling herself that her approach was all she needed. 


Annika had always prided herself on her business sense and 
objectively high 1Q. Now, she would work on what she had 
always dismissed as irrelevant - her EQ, or emotional quotient, 
and rise up to a new set of concerns, challenges and ambitions in 
this next phase of her career as a business leader. The future was 


suddenly full of unknowns - and yet, she liked it a whole lot. 


From IQ to EQ 


Finding the Joy 


“I’m at the end of my tether. Everything looks good on paper, but I’m just not 


feeling it anymore.’ 


With these words, Dave performed the equivalent of tossing a live hand 
grenade into the stylish, well-appointed meeting room where he and his two 
partners, Murtuza and Richa, had their weekly review sessions. One of the 
few relatively closed spaces in the large open-plan office that hosted their 
EdTech startup, it was where the various teams in their organization - content, 
marketing, tech and so on - had their nearly-daily review and planning 
meetings, and where they would bring existing and potential investors to 
show them their latest figures and projections after the requisite tour of the 


premises. 


Dave, Murtuza, and Richa had met as classmates in a leading management 
school, and stayed in touch over the years. Murtuza’s family was involved in 
education, in addition to its traditional business of property development, 
Richa had gone straight into the IT industry and, with her previous 
background in engineering, developed an enviable grasp of the nuances of 
tech in this fast evolving era. Dave brought to the table years of experience in 
the financial sector, specifically in funding for businesses. After years of 
helping other entrepreneurs achieve their goals, he wanted in on something of 
his own. At the same time, Murtuza and Richa, looking for someone who 
could be their finance guy, someone who knew how to reach out to investors 


and to help run a cash-hungry startup, had messaged him via their alumni 
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group. Timing, ambition, skillsets and geographies were all 
compatible, the three had launched their company and secured a 


healthy initial round of funding. 


A year and eight months into the new venture, though, Dave was 
no longer ‘feeling it’. They were doing well with their funding, and 
all the signs boded well for a second round. The product offerings 
Murtuza and Richa had conceptualized stood out enough to be 
attractive in the market, and their bright, ambitious young teams 
were happy to dig into the usual startup grind of round-the-clock 
work. They'd successfully weathered being a startup during a 
global pandemic - itself cause for celebration - and had now 
transitioned to a physical office, gathering together their various 
teams in a space that looked like the dynamic, beehive of activity 


every startup prides itself on being. 


With all this going on, Dave was grappling with an unexpected set 
of misgivings. He had, personally, enjoyed the initial year of 
working remotely, managing teams and meetings online, finding 
time around his work-from-home schedule to work on personal 
projects and spend more time with his wife and baby daughter. 
Now, he was plunged headlong into an even more time 
consuming way of working than in his previous jobs with MNCs, 
and he wasn’t enjoying the shift. At the same time, even though 
he hadn't raised the subject with anyone, he thought he sensed 
echoes of his feelings across the airy, energized space of the 
office. A hollowness around the eyes in several people, less 
joviality and even, somehow, less inspiration from the same team 
members he had spent so much online time getting to know and 


respect as colleagues during the lockdown days. 
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He felt, for the first time, that he had somehow been part of a 
work environment where people were happier than any situation 
he had known before, and had failed to capture what had been so 
special about it. But Murtuza and Richa were so excited to move 
back into physical teaming and of course a bustling office full of 
busy people looks so good to investors. But Dave was dissatisfied 
- he was no longer sure he was leading his people - he had almost 
come to think of them as his other family - into a future that 


would be as happy as it was remunerative. 


Worst of all, he felt paralyzed when he thought about telling all 
this to his partners. He had been brought in as the hard-nosed 
money guy. How would they react if he started talking about 
intangibles like alternative ways of working, making a happy 


company as well as a successful one? 


Feeling like he could never explain himself, Dave had decided to 
simply tell his partners that he was struggling to carry on and help 
them find a replacement. Of course he would stick around and 
ensure the transition was smooth. And so, he flung his figurative 


hand grenade at Murtuza and Richa. 
Murtuza was the first to break the silence that followed. ‘Is this a 
money thing? Do you want me to transfer equity to you? We can 


work it out...’ 


‘No, no, I’m very happy with the money flow. That’s not it at all. 


Maybe I’m a bit burned out, | don’t know.’ 


‘You don’t know? | don’t know what to say to that!’ Murtuza was 
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shocked, and felt a little betrayed. ‘Have you had another offer, is 


that it? Please just be upfront with us, Dave!’ 


‘It’s...it’s nothing like that...’ Dave said trailing off into awkward 
silence. Now at a loss for words too, Murtuza stared at him, 
completely blindsided. Something clicked in Richa’s mind. ‘You 


know guys, what we need is a marriage counselor.’ 


‘We need what!!! came the almost simultaneous retort from the 
other two. Richa smiled. ‘l know someone...he was on the board of 
one of the companies | worked with. The heads of two of our biggest 
departments were no longer willing to work with each other, and he 
managed to get them to approach each other on neutral ground, in a 
number of sessions guided by him. There was no real difference of 
opinion between them after all, just a series of failures of 
communication. After that we used to call him the marriage 
counselor. Let’s just try him...if it doesn’t work, we'll start looking for 


your successor. Deal?’ 


‘Deal,’ replied Dave. 


The so-called marriage counselor was a slim, neat-looking man in 
his 60s. He arranged to meet the three partners in a pleasant, 
green courtyard cafe in the center of town. Their first two 
sessions with him were a welcome break from the hothouse 
atmosphere at work but no one seemed to really Know what to 


say, least of all the cause of all this, Dave. 


Then, in the third session, the marriage counselor asked Dave, 


‘Tell me, when were you happiest at your job in this company?’ 
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‘Happiest...’ Dave stared around him. ‘Happiest? This might sound 


strange to you...’ 


‘Nothing is strange or wrong or right at this point, Dave. Murtuza, 
Richa and | are here to listen to what you want to say, not what you 


think we want to hear.’ 


‘Well...remember in 2020 when the first lockdown was announced? | 
was stunned at first, but then within a week everyone had their home 
offices sorted, we subscribed to a video calling service, and suddenly 
it felt like the company had become a real team, even though we 
weren't together physically.’ He glanced around. Murtuza was 
nodding, and Richa was smiling. ‘We had a common obstacle to 
overcome, and we actually had tools to help us to do so. People were 
signing in to meetings from bedrooms, from dining tables. | could see 
their families, their pets in the background. Some of us played with 
artificial backgrounds, like a palace or a spaceship, others tried filters 
that made them look like a kitten or a dolphin...it was fun, and new, 


and we got a lot done. You know?” 


‘| know! Murtuza was suddenly relaxed again, no longer sitting 
with a cross, worried expression, trying to second-guess Dave’s 
motivations. ‘It really brought us together as a company and a team. 


But then restrictions were removed, we found this office space for 


lease at a really good price, and obviously had to go back to normal...I 


don’t really know if everyone is on board or thriving with the 


transition though...’ 


‘But what is so obvious about the obvious, and so normal about 


normal?’ After the last couple of sessions of mostly initiating 
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discussions and listening, the marriage counselor had the insight 
he’d been waiting for. ‘We’ve all been through a life-altering time. So 
many shortcomings in our systems and methods have shown up, and 
so many great alternatives revealed. Why do you want to run your 
company, today, exactly as you would have in 2019 or 1999?’ 

Richa was beaming now as she watched Dave and Murtuza nod. 
‘We were running a really happy team, for nearly the first time in my 
professional life,’ Richa said. ‘Don’t you miss that?’ 

‘| do,’ replied Dave, ‘but surely what you need from me is attention to 
the bottomline, not worries about happiness?’ 

‘Happiness is not separate from the concept of the bottomline,’ the 
counselor weighed in. ‘You have four kinds of bottomlines to 
consider in a really successful business: profit, of course, but also 
purpose, people, and even the planet. If you don’t feel that how you 
are working is in harmony with all these, you can always step back 
and rethink. In fact, you’re obliged to, if you really want to build 


something meaningful.’ 


Since that day, things have been different for Dave. He is piloting 
a hybrid working model for the business, and including it in his 
pitch decks to investors, noting how it makes them more dynamic, 
engaged, and resilient. The open-plan office, attractive as it was, 
has been replaced by regular bookings at a shared workspace as 
needed, the 2020-era flurry of video calls, mails and one-on-one 
phone calls between team members is back. The transition isn’t 


perfect or complete, but everyone is happier, perhaps even joyful. 
At their most recent review meeting, Richa and Murtuza asked 


their partner if he was ‘feeling it’ now. Dave smiled. ‘Actually, yes | 


am. I’m feeling it, for real!’ 
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Beyond Popular 
Wisdom 


Zakir would never forget his visit to a waterfall as a child. He was sleepy on 
the way to the waterfalls, but once his parents and he reached, he was 
energized by the beauty of the place - the sparkling water cascading down 
from a sheer cliff, the spray of water through the air, the dazzling shimmers of 
sunlight streaming through it all. On the way back, his family stopped at a stall 
near the waterfall and he had his father buy him his usual pack of fizzy apple 
juice. Finishing the juice, he looked around at the path he had been too sleepy 
to notice on the way up. He realized it was not as green and pristine as he had 
thought. In fact, it was lined with the detritus of the tourist crowd - chips 


packets, waste paper, and discarded packs of juice. 


Fast forward to ten years later. Zakir and his friends were sitting around after 
college one afternoon, discussing the future. They were all classmates ina 
Business Management course, so the conversation obviously turned to how to 
achieve business success. With all the management bestsellers, TED talks and 
self-appointed pundits around, they wondered how to actually pick out the 
real wisdom from the meaningless hype. ‘Let’s try and turn some popular sayings 
around, and see if they still make sense,’ he suggested. ‘What will that prove? The 
opposite of every great idea is also a great idea, someone replied. There was 
laughter, followed by even more deep thought and conversation. Then, 
another friend spoke,’ You know how tech entrepreneurs like to say “move fast 
and break things”? What’s the opposite of that?’ ‘Move slow and fix things? Move 
slow and make things?’ There was no consensus about which of the two 


variations was better, and whether the statement and its opposite were 


Beyond Popular Wisdom 7 


equally sensible, or if not, which one was more sensible. 


The idea of moving slow and making, or fixing things, would stick 
in Zakir’s mind. After college, he spent time getting practical 
experience in the thriving startup ecosystem. There was a lot of 


moving fast. There were a lot of breaking things - supposedly in 


the pursuit of fixing them. He started to feel that a lot of his peers 


had the idea that the business world was simply a list of pain 
points that they could apply themselves to, fixing things with the 
Swiss Army knife of tech-enabled solutions. The momentum of 
change meant that many things did go as they predicted, with all 
sorts of apps linked to door-to-door delivery services replacing 
the complex web of local stores and small businesses that used to 
serve large chunks of the consumer base, and an enhanced 
service approach easing out the old ways, with customers 
grappling with long work hours and hectic traffic willing to pay a 


premium for convenience. 


The idea of moving slow and making something continued to 
surface in his thoughts. He was moving fast enough at work, and 
then back in the world of academia when he returned to 
complete his Master’s degree. You couldn’t afford to just lay back 
and let time slip away in this day and age, least of all if you were 
young and had a lot to prove. And surely, there were still 
innovations that did not consist purely of apps and delivery 
teams. Zakir completed his higher studies and went into the 
packaging industry. Because he had a secret - he was moving 
slowly. He had spent time researching materials, especially the 
portions of juice packs that were still made of plastic or aluminum 


rather than paperboard. Keeping up a long term correspondence 
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with friends he had made during his masters, from physics and 
engineering backgrounds, he kept abreast of developments in 


recyclable materials. 


Four years after beginning his full time professional career, he 
took a year off work. Roping in old friends and putting in some of 
the money he had managed to save up, he prototyped a simple, 
affordable juice pack that was 95% or more biodegradable or 
recyclable. He secured a loan to start a factory and begin 
production on a small scale. He knew he couldn’t take on the 
established players overnight, so he went back into the startup 
zone and looked for emerging health drink and food companies. 
He managed to partner with a couple of small local startups, 
supplying them with packaging at an affordable rate in return for 
being mentioned in their publicity and branding. 


Persistence began to pay off, with more F&B startups and SMEs 
turning to this easy-to-work-with newcomer for packaging. Two 
and a half years into his new venture, he secured a contract from 
a leading FMCG brand - admittedly a small contract, covering one 
new launch of theirs in a specialized market - but it was 
significant. He celebrated with a cleanup event at the waterfall 
that had entranced him - and opened his eyes - all those years 
ago. A perfect way to catch the media eye and highlight the eco- 
friendly nature of his packaging. At the press Q&A afterwards, a 
journalist asked him how he had managed to conceive and sustain 
a business that hoped to change food packaging - and looked well 
placed to make a start on doing just that. Remembering that 
afternoon after college, he looked at the journalist with a twinkle 


in his eye and replied, ‘by moving slow and building things.’ 
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We hope these leadership parables have brought to life our 
concept of how inspiring leaders create successful businesses. 
Moving forward, we'd love to hear from you, to start a new 
conversation, and embark on new experiences together in a 


number of ways. 


To learn more about our core philosophy, we invite you to read 
Mr. Arun Wakhlu’s book, One Wholesome World: 


https://www.onewholesomeworld.com 


To get involved with collaborating with young people and future 
leaders on projects that spread awareness, compassion, and 
inspiration, read about our Foundation for Peace and 


Compassionate Leadership: https://www.fpacl.com 


To facilitate the creation of good work and sustainable livelihoods 
for all, get involved with Pragati Foundation : 


www.pragatifoundation.org 


Learn about the Charter for Compassion and add your name to 
thousands affirming a commitment to leading a compassionate 


life: https://charterforcompassion.org 


To find out how we can partner with you to craft custom 
interventions to take business leadership and culture to the next 


level: https://pragatileadership.com 
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